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9 April, 1991

Lynne V. Cheney
Chairman
National Endowment for the Humanities
1100 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.w.
Washington, o.c. 20506
Dear Lynne,
I read with interest the article in the Chronicle about
opposition to havinq Carol Iannone join the National Council on
the Humanities. Having recently encountered Ms. Ianonne•s prose
!or the first time, in an easay published in Commentar¥, I am
surprised to learn that she is beinq considered for a position
that presupposes "distinguished scholarship."

I enclose a copy of the essay, on the chance that you have not
seen it. It seems to me that a "populist" board ouqht to be
responsive to all sorts of literary achievement, and for that
reason I think Ms. Ianonne's appointment would be an
embarrassment to you, to the NEH, and to all o! us who care
passionately about the humanities. She clearly views All.
African American writers the way the late Paul de Man viewed
Jewish writers--as easily dismissed second-raters. Every
African American who has recently won a major prize--Alice
Walker, Gloria Naylor, Toni Morrison, and Charles Johnson--is
given the back of her hand (she is ~onvinced that they ware
honored only beeauea of their race) and yet she does not mention
a single novelist published during the years in question who
should have been selected instead.
Ms. Iannone states unambiquously that

"~lack writers demanded
and obtained the Pulitzer Prize tor Toni Morrison's novel,
Beloved." What arroqant, inflammatory nonsense! Are we to
assume that Ms. Iannone waa in the room with the Trustees ot the
Pulitzer Prizes when they accepted the fiction jury's nomination
ot Toni Morrison's qlorious book? Is a perpetrator of such
cheap qossip really the sort of scholar who should serve on the
National Council on the Humanities? The fact that she is also
utterly contused about what happened durinq the National Book
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Award jury rneetinqs is not really her fault--she had no way of
knowing that Paul West and William Gass championed at least two
of the nominated oooks, But her condescendinq attitude toward
brilliant writers like Toni Morrison and Charlts Johnson reveals
the closed mind of a decidedly mediocre critic whose literary
taste is at best questionable. That an individual who seeminqly
endorses high stan~ards should herself fail to measure up to
even the most minimal standards of objectivity and critical
responsibility would be laughable were it not so sad. surely
there are many scholars far better qualified, both by
achievement ana sensibility, to join the Council.

I send very cest personal wishes to you.
Most cordially yours,

Joel Conarroa
JC/pos
Enclosure

cc:

Phyllis Franklin
Stanley Katz

J

John Hammer
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kiss guns, I submit that when a
military force loses one for every
four on the other side, it has taken
part in a military engagement.
One thing that is today curiously
forgotten is that the Ninth U.S.
Cavalry, which swung into action
on the second day of fightingcoming to tht! relief of Custer's
Seventh Cavalry under heavy Sioux
attack-was a black regiment. The
Ninth, based at Fort McKinney in
Wyoming and under the command
of General Guy Henry, was known
as "Henry's Brunettes" and also,
from its overcoats, as the "Buffaloes.'· On Christmas eve they were
ordered out in the biting cold on
a scouting mission to South Dakota's Black Hills. After fording a
river through the ice, their uni·
forms ftoien stiff, they dismounted
at four in the morning on Christ·
mas day. No Indians. At nine on
the evening of the 29th, after 42
miles of fruitless scouting during
the day, a courier brought word of
lighting at Wounded Knee where,
it was said, 5,000 Sioux were mustering to attack the Pine Ridge
Agency. The troopers remounted,
off again on a 50·mile forced march
through a freezing gale. They rode

all night, reaching the Agency at
dawn, but had to ride· out again
immediately to rescue their own
wagon train, which had come un·
der Sioux attack. One cavalryman
was killed and several wounded.
Hardly had the Buffaloe1 returned from this engagl!!ment when
word came that the Catholic Drexel
Mission seven miles up the valley
was now under ate.a.ck. The Seventh
Cavalry was ordered out and was
soon hotly engaged, but two hours
later a courier reported it was in
danger of being overwhelmed, under withering fire from the Sioux
who had secured a commanding
position on the sunounding
ridges. Once more, the Buffaloes
were ordered to mount, this time
to storm the Sioux emplacements
on the heights, an assault they car·
tied out with great success-in an
accou!'lt of the time, "rescuing their
hard-pushed white comrades" and
"saving the day." Any massacre of
Indians was not recorded.
In the opinion of the military
historian Cyrus Townsend Brady,
writing in 1904, the Ninth had carried out one of the most prodigious
rides in the history of the U.S.
cavalry. -.R:obert M. Utley, in his
•a

...

I

The Last Days of the Sioux Nation

(196!), writes:

·

These black troopers rode 100
miles without food or 9Jeep to
save the Seventh cavalrymen
who were slowly being crushed
by the Sioux in the valley of the
Catholic Mission. . . • [A lfte1;
sweeping the ridJeS with carGine
and pistol, {theyJ lifted the white
troopers out of the pocket with
such grace that after the battle
was over the men of both regimen ts hugged one another on
the field.
In the ·age of Jim Crow, this was
a singular event between black and
white military units.
The storming of the ridges by the
black Ninth Cavalry must have
been known to Dee Brown, since
Utley's The Last Da.ys of th~ Sioux
Nation is one of his two ptindpal
sources for the events he records in
. Bury My Heart at Woimded Knee.
But, although ostensibly concerned
with U.S. race relations, he chooses
not to mention the fact-or anything else favorable to the United
States-in his highly selective
book. I cannot even speculate on
the mental gyrations that hearing
of General Henry's Buffaloes
would produce in Kevin Costner.

Fiction

Literature by Quota·
Carol Iannone
nial corruptions. "Do you not, 11 he
thunders, "form tribal preuure
groups to St!cure lower admission
ed government official sounda off requirements instead of striving to
before a university audience about equal or excel any student from
his nation's multifarious post•colo- anywhere? Yes, you prefer academic tariff walls behind which ·you
can
potter around in medioaity.
CARoL IANNONl, whost rnil~w of WilAnd
you are asking me to agree to
liam Styron's Duknl!H Visible a(J•
p1ar1d in our NCTWTr1ber 1990 i.s.tu1, · hand over my life to a ~moaatic
teaches writing and litnoti..rt at NYU's dictatorship of mediocrity? No
.
Gallatin Division and is a consulting way!"
It is a sad irony that the phrase
editor of Academic Questions.
no\lel Ant·
Icontemporary
hills of tht1 Savannah, set in
Nigeria, a disaffect•
N CHINUA Acl-U:BE.'S

"~mocratic dictatorship of mediocrity" could almost describe not
only a country like Nigttia st.rug·
gling with its ancient multitribal
structun= but today's United States.
Once the paradigm of a society
based on the idea of individual
merit, and a model for others as·
piring · to that estate, we have in·
creasingly become subject to a tri·
balism of our own, and the
concomitant assault on the ethic of
excellence and merit haa affected

;·.~
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not ~nly the world of American
politics but virtually every area of
society, including, perhaps most
astonishingly1 literature and the

curred a few months ago in con·
nection with the 1990 National
Book Award (NBA). One member
ol the five-man jury, Paul West,
arts.
openly expressed his dismay at the
extent to which "ethnic concerns,
lN LITIRAnJR.I, a signal of the new ideology, and moral self.righteousorder of things was given a few ness" had predominated over liter·
years ago when three of our na· ary considerations in the jury detion's most prestigious awards- liberations. West, and William
the Puliuer Prize, the National Gass, found themselves in opposi·
Book Award, and the American tion to the other three members,
Book Award-were bestowed upon Terry McMillan, Philip Lopate1
Alice Walker's The Color Purpl1 and the jury chairman Catharine
(1988). Inasmuch as even positive Stimpson. A radical feminist who
reviewers had taken ample note of is also the newly elected pre$ident
this novel's many stylistic and aes· of the Modern Language Anociathetic flaws, the amazing honor ac· tion, Stimpson claimed that the
corded to it 1eemed le&S a recogni· panel's decisions had been based
tion of literary achievement than solely on style and merit-peculiar
some official act of reparation, in words from one who in a re<:ent
this case to the black woman in her magazine article ridicul~ the decapacity both as author and as lit· mand for "objectivity and intellec·
erary character. Around the same tual rigor" as a "lot of mishmash."
time, another black woman novel·
At any rate, the five finalist• cho·
iat, Gloria Naylor, won a National sen for the National Book Award
Book Award and an American· thi1 year magically yielded the
Book Award for art l!!vtn hm ao:om· urainbow coalition" that has al·
plished novel, The Women of ways seemed to elude Jesse ]lckson
Brewster Ple1ce, and in 1987, a in his political campaigns: one
group of black writers demanded black male, Charles John1on
and obtained the Pulitzer Prize for (Mi'tldle Pas.sari); one white fe·
Toni Morrison's novel, Belowd.
male, Joyce Carol Oates (Beciit.LSt
Although some have pretended It b Bitt1r, a.nd Becaw1 It Is My
that adhering to the new order en· He4rt); one .Philippine-born fe.
tails no diminution or abandon· male living in the United States,
ment of accepted literary standards, Je1111ic::a Haledom (Dog1at1rs): one
othen have not been so sure. Thus, Spanish·bonl female raised in
when the feminist contingent at the Latin America, Elena Canedo
1986 international PEN conference (Paradise); and one Spanish-born
loudly protested the "underrepre· expatriate to New York. City, Felipe
sentation" of women writers on the Alfau (Chromos).
conference panels, and demanded
greater statistical representation in · IT is another sad irony that thia
the future both by sex and by race, unseemly spectacle should have
such prominent .authon as Nor· been the ba<:kdrop against which
man Mailer, Susan Sontag, and Charles Johnson's Middle PMs12.11•
Nadine Gordimer protested that (in was chosen from arnong the five
Sontag's words) "literature is not finalists as the winner. For Johnan equal-opportunity employer." son, ai it happens, holds the proStill others, however, have been foundly heterodox belief that black
frank to put their political prior· artists should be allowed to write
itiea first Thus in 1984 the critic as individuals rather than as
Irving Howe championed the writ· "spokesmen for the race." "I find
ing of "minority subcultures: it w:ry difficult to swallow the idea
blacks, women, gays" even while that one individual, black or whi\e,
admitting that such an "open cul• can speak for the experience of ~O
ture" would "lead to a momentary million people," he a11erts in an
decline or even, in some respects, interview with the Washington
a pennanent decline in cultural Post. "Would anyone ask John Upstandards" (although he felt this dike to be a spokesman fot white
America?" Like Ralph Ellison, the
would not necessarily happen).
The most recent eruption of first black novelist to win the NBA
group politia into literature oc· (195!), Johnson especially resent&

the demand that a black writer limit himself to ideological or "pro·
tese• novels. He concludes passion·
ately, "All my life, that's what I've
fought for, the absolute freedom for
the black artist that we extend to
the white artist."
The $tatement is admirable, even
courageous, and it is only a pity
that Middle Pt1$$4&t does not live
up to it. Although in some ways
a lively and enjoyable book, the
novel falls short at least partly because it is a deliberate attempt to
counter the plight-and-protest
school of novel-writing. In place of
the numbed, Hmi.literate, often
brutAl and inarticulate characters
who pc0ple such novels, Middld
Pt1$stJ.ge ii nam1ted by Rutherford
Calhoun, a newly freed slave who
is also highly educated and in·
tensely verbal. Upon his arrival in
New Orleans, Calhoun falls in
with thieves and gamblers and
eventually stows away aboard a
ahip in order to e5"ape from a
forced marriage. Once aboard he
discovers that the ship, allegoric.al·
ly named the R.public, ii eailirig
to Africa to fetch a shipment of
slaves, members of the mystical,
magical Allmuaeri tribe.
Far from being a marginal out• ·
sider, C.lhoun freely identifies
himself with the motley, restle1s.,
roaming, exploratory American
spirit that the Republic embodies;
indeed, Middle PtJSaagd as a whole
gleefully embraces the expansive
Western tradition, and teems with
echoes of Homer, Coleridge, Mel·
ville, and Conrad. At the same
time, Calhoun must confront the
challensc presented by the All·
museri in their symbolic role as the
1
'UMribe of humanity iuelf," a
people in touch with "the unity of
Being everywhere" and thua a
ccuntertype to the spirit of Westem
philosophical dualism.

To 01tscit1H Middlt Pt1$sart is to
be;in to suggest sorne of its 1hort•
comings. As one otherwise admir·
ing reviewer remarked, the charac·
ten "sound au if they're all double
majors in classia and philoso·
phy.'' What is more, these charac·
tm o£ten seem le11 important than
\

·l
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the ideas or social types they all too
obviously expresa; or stand for. It
does not take long to surmise, for
example, that the reason the cap·
tain of the Republic is a dwarf is
to suggest the Stunted humanity
implicit in the pure rationalism he
represents, the reason he is a ho·
mosexual is to suggest its sterility,
the reason a pederast to su$gest
etc., etc. 0£ course Johnson is hard·
ly the fim to deploy physical traits
as marks of psychological or spiritual reality, but the reader of Mid·
d.le Pa.ssap more often finds himself piecing together an intellectual
puzzle than fathoming the depths
of hurnan feeling and behavior.
There are other problems, too.
Johnson has .fashioned a jocular
tone for Rutherford Calhoun that
is meant to convey his Whitman·
esque nature, but the tone works
against the tragic revelation that is
attempted at the end of the plot.
And the book's self-consciously
anachronistic quality, which de·
rives from Johmon's deliberate
molding of a l 9th•century tale to
our current social and cultural di·
lemmas, sometimes produces inad·
vertently comic effects. Here is the
Republic's captain denouncing, ot
all things, affirmative action:
I believe in e~cell1nc1-an un·
fashionable thing these days, I
kr1ow, what with headrna1ters
giving illiterate Negroes degrees
f>ecau11e they feel too guilty to fail
rhrm, thin employe•s givi11a: lh.u
same boy a place in the firm
since he's got the degree in hand
and sayin~ no will bring a pn_g
of Aboliuonist.s down on their
necks ..•. Eighty ~t of the
crews on other ships, damn near
anywhere in Amenca, are incom·
pttt'llt, and all because ewryone's
ready to lower standards of excellence to make up for slavery,
or discrimination, and the problem . . . the probl~m, Mr. Cal·
houn, is, I say, that most of these
minorities aren't ready for the
titles of quartermaster or first
mate precisely becal,lse disaimi·
nation denied them the training
that makes for trUe excellence.
In short, althou1h much in this
novel is engaging, and though
Johnson's larger ambitions are no·
ble, it is hard to take his prize•
winning book seriously as litera·
ture.

10 Astor Pl. NYC-+

WHILE Charles Johnson is busy
forging a new and more open im·
age of black American life, Joyce·
Carol Oates, one of the four
runners-up, w9rks lugubriously to
perfect and expand the dimensions
of old·fashioned white liberal
guilt. .Becawe It Is Bittn, and Because It ls My Htatt• is set in a
small, upstate New York town and
relates the story of Iris Courtney,
an unhappy and lonely adolescent,
product of a broken home and an
increasingly alcoholic mother, One
day Iris is followed, taunted, and
vaguely threatened by a sttange,

nanative while thinking of other
things.
more ''moral self-righteou$·
ness" (in Paul West's phrase) marks

SllLL

Jessica Hagedom's Dogeaters,t a

novel. The story is partly told
in nashback by an up~r-class Fil·
ipino now living in the United
States. Through her story and a
number of subplots operating in·
dependently of her consdousness,
the novel offers a presumed panara·
ma of life under Marcos in the 50's,
showing the corruption and va·
c:uousness of the privileged classes,
disgusting, subhuman youth. She the malevolent operations of the
seeks protection from a black class· military, the hideous poverty of the
mate, Jinx Fairchild, who ends up slums, and the difficulty of seC\lr·
in a fight with the other boy and ing a decent life for those in be·
accidentally kills him in the heat tween. A major subplot invol~s a
of the moment. Neither Jinx nor . poor young male prosrltute whose
Iris goes to the police, and the wretched career mun be abandoned
murder is never traced to them, but when he witnesses the assauina·
thereafter Jinx's life, which to that . tion of a liberal opposition leader
point had seemed so hopeful-he and winds up joining a band of
was doing well in school, on the guerrillas. Presidinr over· all is the
basketball court, with girls-goes hypnotic spell of popular culture,
rapidly downhill, as does that of from American films 1taning Rock
his formerly decent and hardwork· Hudson and Jane Wyman to Fil·
ing family. As for Iris, although she ipino soap operas featuring the
is haunted by the incident and feels likes of Nestor Noralez and Lolita
guiltily loyal toward Jinx, she goes Luna. In general, despite some
on to marry into a prpminent, priv· arousing business with aspects of
ileged, and gifted family.
. popular culture, and a few felt
Oates seems to want to insist on characterizations, the disparate
the ineradicable differences in materials of Dogeaters are not very
white and black reality: given the skillfully handled, certainly not
lime aivr.n~-if imything, Jinx okillfu.lly tmnnr:h to em-n th1 di£'
starts out with greater prospects tinc:tion conferred upon it as an
than Iris-in the end the opportun- NBA finalist.
Class themes are also sounded in
ities for a white person are much
Elena
Casted.o's Para.dist,•• another
more plentiful, while for blacks the
first
noYel.
A young Spanish family
whole sodal structure is too fragile,
forced
to flee Franco's Spain and
too uncushioned, to survive the
1
shock ol untoward events. Oates's then Hitler s Germany finds safety
own attitudes in the novel axe noth· in a refugee ghetto in an unnamed
Latin. American country. But while
ing if not conventional and noth· the
father, a political activist and
ing if not blatant: elaborately conlabor organizer, lurches around try·
descending toward blacks un~ble to ing to advance the fortunes of his
understand or surmount the chal•
and of the working class
lenges of their own experience, family
generally, the mother moves with
flashily outraged that the life of a
their two children to the opulent.
wondrous black boy should be estate of an acquaintance where she
wasted on account of a totally aims to travel a rather different
worthless sleazeball of a whitti. route to prosperity. Th,e novel is
Moreover, unlike Middld Pas.saK~. narrated by one of the children,
which for all its faults exhibits live• Solita, in a peppy, plucky, inquisliness and color, u a novel Btcau.s~
It Is Bittt'I' is quite forgettable, its
• Dutton, 405 pp,, Sl9.9&.
prose skillful enough but so runny
t Pantheon, 251 pp., $19.~.
.. Grove Weidtnfeld. 521 pp., $19.9~.
that one can fully attend to the
fitst
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had · remained

of lo\lt. To thes.e, unfortunately,

panicularly at the hands of the
three rather awesomely nasty
daughters of the estate. Like Hagedorn, Ca.stcdo also scores political
points, this time in portraying the

squarely outside of the mainstream
of modem literature, much as
Spain ha1 always remained outside
of mainstream Europe. Neverthe·
less, and building only on his
Spanish literary forebears, Alfau
(according to a recent interview)

one might add still anothe:r failure,
the failun to be terribly interesting.
In the manner of many postmodern

social inequities of Latin America,
but she ddes not allow them to
overpo~r the whole. In this respect and othen, Parr1dise is a more

Baith, Barthelme, and Pynchon.
Chromos is a virtual hall of mir·

deserved publication as a literary
curiosity and not much else,

rors, a novel within a novel within
a novel. It is based upon the lives
ol a group of "Americaniards" liv·
ing in New York City during the
M's. and is written in a kind of
forced, formal, nonidiomatic "Iberian English." As reviewers have
noted, the novel is in a large sense
about failure: the failure of a transplanted Spaniard to render his experience in English, the failure to
be both American and Spanish, the
failure of art to transmute reality
beyond the level of crude sentimen·
talities, or chromos (the Spanish
word £or calendar art),· .tpe .failure

wound up being nominated for a
National Book Award only serves

itive. voice that effectively renders
her (:hildhood world and her funny, painful growth to awareness,

successful nowl than Dogeotns, if
still not quite at a level warrantin1
nomination for a national prize.
FtLtP! ALFAlJ'S Chromos• is a spe·
c:ial case, a book written in the 40's
but not published until lau year.
Now eighty•eight and long retired
from writing-his one other novel,
Locos: a Comedy of Gestures, ap•
peared in 1986 and was reprinted
last yta:r-Alfau is a cu:rioua figure.
As a member of the insular Spanish

community in New York City
{sometimes called Peninsular
Spanish to distinguish it from the

Hispanic),

he

novels, Chromos is based upon an
inuiguing premise that never really quickens into life and sooner or
later betames tiresome.

found his way to expmmental
postmodernism in the manner of · THI: f'act that Chromos, a book that

to point up a final sad irony. The
theme of this novel is the perennial

nffii of human beings for the clarifying an.d ttansfonning experience·
of art, of the imagination. That
need remains as great as ever, but
literat~ as in othe:r fields of
cultural endeavor it has never been
and never will be satisfied by sac·
rificing the demands or excellence
to the "democratic dicratorship of

in

medioaity."
• Dalkey Arthive, Si8 pp., $19.95.
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